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H OW TIMES and roles do change. There 
was Bob Dole the other day, attacking Bill 
Clinton for “a complete abdication of re- 
sponsibility” for not proposing health care reform 
as pbttof this year’s budget. Bob Packwood was, as 
everi; right at his patron’s elbow; Mr. Clinton has 
proposed “zippo,” the chairman of the Finance 
Coipmittee said. These, of course, are the same 
Republicans who in the last Congress helped to 
derail the president by blocking health care reform 
when he did propose it. Their complaint then — and 
not just theirs; a lot of others, including us, felt the 
same way — was that his proposal was not a sound 
one^and went too far. 

They’re right that this year he has gone to 
ground on the subject. The Republicans have 
promised to balance the budget. As the president 
kept pointing out and just about everyone agreed 
last^ear, there’s no way to do that without 
™PPsing tight constraints on the giant health 
insurance programs. Medicare and Medicaid, that 
are^pw a sixth of all spending and the main budget 
engines. The health care problem and the budget 
problem are in a sense the same. Mr. Clinton’s idea 
is that this year the Republicans should be the ones 
to take the heat for proposing a solution. As Mr. 
Dole: put it, “The president wants to have it both 
wajte and not do anything. He’s out there bashing 
us.‘f think it’s time for the president to become 
relevant in this process and join us.” 

The Republicans deserve praise if in fact they 


move to curtail the cost of the health care 
programs. But deciding somehow to cap the cost 
and thereby reduce the deficit and keep the 
Medicare trust fund from running dry and all 
those other good things— that’s the relatively 
easy part. The hard part is then figuring out how 
to live within the caps .without doing damage to 
the health care of the elderly or poor or merely 
shifting the cost of that care from the federal 
government to others— the states, for exam- 
ple who may be even less capable of paying it. 

The two great problems of health care remain 
what they were a year ago. The health care 
system doesn’t cover everyone and even so costs 
too much. At any given moment a seventh of the 
population is now without health insurance even 
as the system consumes $1 of every $7 Ameri- 
cans spend. Except as a forcing device, a cut in 
federal health care spending won’t solve either of 
these problems. Rather, it could make care even 
costlier and less accessible to the elderly, disa- 
bled and poor. 

Congress shouldn’t just cut and run. It and the 
president have to work through what they expect 
to happen next. If they want to cut the budget, as 
they should, they will also have to do what they 
failed to do last year and restructure the health 
care system. Right now the two sides are mostly 
exchanging taunts. They should begin exchang- 
ing practical ideas as well. 



